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ALLOTMENT, ALCOHOL, AND THE OMAHAS 
BENSON TONG 
"T 1 he welfare of the Omaha is close to my 
heart ... I am living among them and I know 
what I am writing about," wrote Noah 
La Flesche in a 1916 letter to the Super-
intendent of the Omaha School, the field of-
ficial in charge of the Omaha agency. In a 
passionate tone, La Flesche went on to plead: 
"If we had a man who would take the drunken 
Indian, fine him, put him in jail till he so-
bered up, drinking would not be so bad. This is 
going to ruin the Omaha. I ask you to help us 
... we are in great need of help. Help us before 
another crime is committed."l 
A visiting assistant professor of history at Oberlin 
College, Benson Tong is the author of Un submissive 
Women: Chinese Prostitutes in N ineteenth-
Century San Francisco (1994) and a book-length 
biography of Susan La Flesche Picotte, M.D. 
[GPQ 17 (Winter 1997): 19-33) 
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A member of the Omaha tribe, the "Up-
stream People" of northeastern Nebraska, 
Noah had witnessed cultural alienation and 
social decay on the Omaha reservation fol-
lowing the rapid rise of alcohol abuse in the 
wake of socioeconomic convulsions set in 
motion by the allotment of land in severalty 
in the early 1880s. 
I have drawn upon the records of the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs and archival materials 
at the Nebraska State Historical Society, lin-
coln, to, first, provide an overview of the dev-
astating changes following the implementation 
of the Omaha Allotment Act of 1882. Then 
my focus shifts to the Omahas' responses to 
the ensuing alcohol abuse. As it turned out, 
Omahas embraced temperance and prohibi-
tion, but also adopted an indigenous approach 
to reform. 
Fur traders brought alcohol to the Missouri 
Valley in the early 1800s. Stories of how trad-
ers plied Native peoples with alcohol abound 
in contemporary accounts, which also reveal 
the baneful impact of alcohol on the Indians, 
often resulting in cultural loss and destitu-
tion. 2 
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Scholars agree that alcohol abuse was an-
other tragic consequence of the lopsided In-
dian-white relationship. In general, scholars 
from most disciplines reject the "firewater" 
myth, the notion that American Indians are 
particularly susceptible to the ill effects of 
beverage alcohol. Alcohol abuse was not 
rooted in "Indianness," whether culturally or 
biologically understood.3 In fact contempo-
rary scientific research has proven that inebri-
ated Indians and European Americans require 
comparable amounts of alcohol to achieve 
intoxicating blood levels; both racial groups 
also suffer the same levels of memory and ver-
bal impairment.4 Since alcoholism is a behav-
i.or disorder, the causes of Indian drinking are 
to be sought in historical, social, and economic 
circumstances.5 Few scholars, however, have 
paid much attention to the· responses of the 
Native peoples to this social disease. 
Like other tribes of the central Plains, the 
Omahas suffered the influence of pede' ni, which 
literally means "firewater." By the mid-1850s, 
heavy drinking afflicted a significant number 
of Omahas, enough to prompt the tribal coun-
cil to support Chief Joseph La Flesche's pro-
posal to eliminate drinking among his people. 
Some twenty years before young La Flesche's 
commitment to temperance had been strength-
ened when he witnessed the senseless murder 
of an innocent Indian by a drunken Omaha. 
He believed that the survival of the Omaha 
nation rested on selective adaptation of the 
best elements of Euro-American culture-and 
heavy drinking was clearly not one of them. 
At the start of the campaign against drinking 
La Flesche or Iron Eyes {E-sta ma-za} thun-
dered: "My children, drink is bad for the red 
man. We need to know what we are doing ... 
We will have no more drink while Joseph 
lives."6 
Under La Flesche's leadership a police force 
of thirty men-an updated version of the sol-
diers' society-was organized and uniformed. 
Besides maintaining order, they were to in-
flict corporal punishment on any drunken 
Omaha, regardless of the offender's rank. Ac-
cording to one well-known story, Two Crows, 
himself a member of the police force, after one 
drinking bout summoned his comrades to in-
flict on him the prescribed punishment. In-
sisting that they set aside their hesitation, he 
bared his back and endured the whippings.7 
In 1864 the Omahas again demonstrated 
their commitment to temperance. The 
Winnebago tribe, having just made the move 
from Minnesota to the Dakota territory, suf-
fered a crop-killing drought in the summer of 
1863. Threatened by famine, they asked the 
Omahas for permission to move some of their 
people to the Omaha reservation. The Oma-
has agreed, if the Winnebagos would accept 
by-laws drawn up by the Omaha tribal coun-
cil. The first by-law read: "Any member of 
s.aid tribe of Winnebagoes who may be found 
intoxicated or in whose possession any spiri-
tuous liquors may be discovered, shall be se-
verely punished, whether chief or otherwise."8 
Such close control largely succeeded in 
checking the spread of this social disease. In 
his 1881 annual report, the field official of the 
consolidated Omaha and Winnebago agency, 
Arthur Edwards, lavished praise on his charges; 
they are, he wrote, "strictly temperate."9 This 
situation persisted at least until La Flesche's 
death in 1888. A year later, the annual report 
of the Indian agent indicated that there was 
still "little, if any drunkenness among the 
Omahas." 10 
This level of temperance was indicative of 
the Omahas' relative success in accommodat-
ing whites' physical and cultural intrusions. 
Guided by a practical, self-reliant ethos-one 
encapsulated by the Sacred Legend's refrain, 
"and the people thought"-the Omahas chose 
selective adaptation. In the spirit of u'kite 
{"tribe" or as a verb, "to fight"}, they requested 
the government in 1868 to implement the al-
lotment provisions of the 1854 treaty so as to 
avert the possible threat of removal to Indian 
Territory. Soon after the Omahas began plow-
ing fields, building frame houses, and tending 
livestock, though they still practiced coopera-
tion and mutual hospitality.u 
Despite the drive for "civilization," some 
traditions persisted. The Omaha's transition 
from agriculture-hunting to small-scale sub-
sistence farming did not lead to full assimila-
tion. In the mid-1870s Quaker visitors noted 
that many Omahas shuttled, depending on the 
weather, between their frame houses and 
warmer tipis. The people continued to hunt in 
the old way, which included the erection of 
hu'thuga, or structured camp for the biannual 
buffalo hunt. 12 Even after the semiannual ritual 
ended in early 1877, the Omahas refused fully 
to mimic the white way of life. In 1880, the 
ethnologist Reverend J. Owen Dorsey observed 
that fewer than 175 members of the tribe (the 
total population was approximately 1100) had 
land under cultivation. Though white educa-
tion had been available on the reservation 
since 1854, by 1879 an Indian agent counted 
only 131 literate Omahas.13 
Even Chief La Flesche, the leader of the 
progressives or "young men's party," eschewed 
total assimilation. Though he built one of 
the first frame houses on the reservation, he 
lived in a tipi during the bison hunts. To 
enforce his ban against drinking, he resorted 
to a traditional punishment, flogging. Later 
he embraced Christianity but never gave up 
polygyny. La Flesche endorsed European-style 
farming, allotment, education, and later citi-
zenship for his people, but all of this was to be 
carried out "through accommodation to 
Omaha traditions, not through assimilation 
to white ways."14 
ALLOTMENT AND DISPOSSESSION 
In 1878 La Flesche and fifty-one other 
progressives petitioned President Rutherford 
B. Hayes for individual legal titles to their 
land. The white man's law, they believed, could 
help them avoid suffering the same fate as the 
Poncas, who had been forcibly removed the 
previous spring despite having taken allot-
ments and started farming. The desire to pre-
serve cultural and political independence was 
clear: "This great country that we called our 
own ... is fast filling up with white people 
... we want to stay here as long as we live ... 
We ask that Congress ... secure to us and our 
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children what belongs to us and treat us like 
men and not like little children."15 
The demands of the progressives, however, 
only represented a minority view. One scholar 
estimated that on the eve of the passage of the 
Omaha Allotment Act only one-fourth of the 
tribe supported allotment. Another one-third 
vehemently opposed it, while the rest, al-
though not in favor, went along with the pro-
posal.I6 Why some opposed the process was 
undocumented; perhaps they recognized that 
allotment would break down the commun-
itarian ethic, open "surplus" lands to white 
settlement, and eventually result in the alien-
ation of much reservation land. 
Omaha opposition, however, did little ro 
halt the Allotment Act. The progressives tri-
]Jmphed, alb.eit with unexpected, tragic results. 
Though touted as a way to halt the threat of 
di~possession, allotment led to destitution and 
dissipation. The division of land ended the 
sway of temperance. For white reformers and 
the Office of Indian Affairs [OIA], this at-
tempt to bring civilization to the Indians did 
little to bring them closer to republican citi-
zenryY 
Much of the trouble stemmed from liberal 
land sale and leasing policies. Although the 
Dawes Act prohibited leasing during the trust 
period, policymakers in 1891 allowed Native 
Americans who "by reason of age or other dis-
ability" could not work the land to lease it for 
three years for farming and grazing purposes or 
ten years for mining. By the end of the cen-
tury, leasing was also extended to able-bodied 
Indians who could or would not use their 
land. 18 
On the Omaha reservation, leasing poli-
cies wrought disaster. Rather than promoting 
self-support and industry, they encouraged 
Indians to live off rents, and often leasing was 
the first step toward the sale of Indian land. 
The first signs of trouble surfaced in 1891. 
Robert H. Ashley, the OIA agent, reported 
that some Omahas, preoccupied with leasing, 
"have badly neglected their crops" while "whis-
key makes sad havoc." The next year Ashley 
alerted his superiors to the "alarming extent" 
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of the use of intoxicants. By early September 
1892' the OIA inspector William W. Junkin 
reported that "a majority of the [Omaha] Indi-
ans have leased their land and are in the con-
dition of, idleness and poverty."19 One 
unidentified Omaha Indian commented: 
"Nearly all of the land is leased, and most of 
the Indians have scarcely a thing to show for 
the rent they receive."2o 
Such destitution, wrote Dr. Susan La 
Flesche, the first Native American woman to 
receive an M.D. degree, stemmed from the 
fact that "the men spent their rent money for 
liquor" while "no machinery was bought, no 
household improvements were made, and com-
plete demoralization ... prevailed." "The In-
dian," as Dr. La Flesche recalled, "lived only 
from day to day" and "made no provision for 
the future. "21 Indeed, as that unidentified tribal 
member put it: "Leasing is ... ruining the 
Omahas in every way."22 
Speculators often leased Indian lands at very 
low rates, ostensibly for grazing, but later sub-
leased them at much higher rates to white farm-
ers. Omahas received "few dollars of the lease 
money," according to one 0 IA inspector. 23 
Leaseholders not only underpaid Omaha les-
sors but were sometimes delinquent in their 
payments and did not keep other promises. 
One Omaha lessor, George Miller, testified 
that the lessee had promised to pay him $200 
for 240 acres, but six months later, Miller had 
received only two horses and no cash. An-
other lessor, John Springer, suffered a similar 
fate. He had leased two hundred acres of his 
land, but later discovered that, without per-
mission or additional compensation, his les-
see had sublet seventy additional acres to 
another Euro-American. 24 
Many Omahas could not secure compensa-
tion for their losses. Allotment had left the 
Omahas in an anomalous situation. Though 
subject to Nebraska laws, because they paid 
no taxes, they were discouraged from using 
state and local courts and were denied basic 
services. Unsatisfied with their precarious le-
gal situation, some of the progressive leaders, 
including Councilmen Sindahaha, White 
Horse, and Two Crows, demanded self-gov-
ernment in the mid-1880s. Despite the strenu-
ous opposition of some conservative councilors 
and supporters, the OIA granted a measure of 
self-rule. All agency employees were dis-
charged and almost the entire agency com-
plex, including the shops, school houses, and 
mills, was turned over to the Omahas. But as 
early as 1887 OIA officials rescinded their 
decision; most of the complex was in disrepair 
and the Omahas did not have the technical 
skills to maintain it.25 
Native Americans often leased land to 
whites to pay debts or secure loans. Some des-
perate Indians leased land to whites without 
obtaining Indian Office approval.26 Others, 
egged on by their prospective lessees, occu-
pied unallotted land and, in clear violation of 
OIA regulations, leased it out. By 1892, 90 
percent of the Omahas had leased all or part of 
their lands and were getting by on rent 
money.27 Unattuned to the intricacies of a 
money economy, many quickly raked up siz-
able debts and eventually had to sell their land. 
Dispossession dramatically rose once the 
safeguard of inalienability was removed from 
trust allotments. In 1902 Congress allowed 
heirs to sell trust estates. The Burke Act of 
1906 allowed owners of allotments whose trust 
period had yet to expire to dispose of their 
land. From 1907 onward, sick, disabled, and 
incompetent Indians could sell their interests. 
Both bureaucrats in Washington and agents 
in the field favored the sale of unused lands, so 
ownership changed rapidly. Allotment, by 
breaking tribal land into smaller holdings, soon 
resulted in lands too small to farm, forcing 
many heirs to sell their holdings by the begin-
ning of the century.28 
In 1909 the situation on the Omaha reser-
vation took a turn for the worse. The findings 
of a competency commission led to the issu-
ance of fee patents to more than two hundred 
Native Americans. Removing restrictions on 
Indian land alienation placated local whites 
who wanted more reservation land on the tax 
rolls of Thurston County, which had been cre-
ated from former reservation lands. About a 
third of those the commission forced to as-
sume title to their land had earlier objected to 
the process. Within less than five years, ninety-
five percent of the allottees had surrendered 
their deeds. 29 
Often land grafters, including merchants, 
bankers, and liquor sellers in the neighboring 
towns of Pender and Homer, maneuvered in-
ebriated Indians into fraudulent land transac-
tions. Susan La Flesche recounted the story of 
Omaha Louis Levering, who lost his land after 
he signed away the title to Thomas Sloan, a 
mixed blood of dubious affiliation. Apparently 
Sloan, an attorney himself, was working in 
collusion with an Anglo-American real estate 
company interested in taking control of reser-
vation land. W. E. Estill, a partner of Sloan's, 
La Flesche claimed, had plyed Victoria Wood 
Phillips with whiskey "to induce her to sell 
her land" and had misrepresented the exact 
amount she was to receive for the transaction. 
Then there was the case of Henry Parker. Estill 
had offered Parker whiskey to persuade him to 
sell forty acres of his land and had then de-
frauded Parker "out of a portion of the pur-
chase price giving him a worthless note without 
security."30 
Francis La Flesche, the Omaha ethnolo-
gist, attributed the general tragedy to the "lack 
of business training and experience" on the 
part of his people; he acknowledged that they 
"are not yet able to handle the large sums of 
money ... received."3! One Indian, according 
to Susan La Flesche, sold his entire holdings 
for a mere six thousand dollars. Then he held 
a celebration where whiskey flowed freely, dis-
tributed money to his guests, and bought him-
self a few buggies. Within the year, he had 
spent all of the proceeds of the landsale.32 
Still, Francis La Flesche was more inclined 
to blame the Indian Office, which, he com-
plained, had failed to provide the Omahas 
promised technical assistance and advice. 33 
Francis' and Susan's sister, the activist Susette 
La Flesche Tibbles, offered the final verdict: 
"Indians may be worse off than before becom-
ing citizens."34 
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For Native Americans, the loss of land left 
indelible psychological scars. Omaha Indians, 
according to OIA officials, typically squan-
dered their meager earnings from leasing and 
the sale of land. OIA inspector William W. 
Junkin observed, "Leasing is very demoraliz-
ing to Indians; they receive a few dollars of the 
lease money, and squander it in gambling, 
drinking, and idleness."35 Such observations, 
however, failed to take into account the 
broader picture. 
Indians who lost land were deprived of more 
than just natural resources. Since land repre-
sented existence, identity, and a place of be-
longing, and not real estate to be bought and 
developed, Omahas found that their whole 
way of life was now under full assault. Their 
culture and religion already discredited by the 
Americanization policy, their land and eco-
nomic resources gone, and citizenship and 
political autonomy meaningless, some Oma-
has resorted to alcohol abuse. 36 
OMAHA TEMPERANCE INITIATIVES 
Contemporary scholars argue that heavy 
drinking is used as a means of coping with 
unpleasant emotions or situations and serves 
escapist functions. Alcohol gave the Native 
American a sense of superiority and confi-
dence, albeit ephemeral in nature. Nancy Lurie 
even argues that by participating in this shared 
recreational activity, Native Americans were 
engaged in a means of "asserting and validat-
ing Indianness" in the absence of other 
means.37 On the whole, the Indians' deep sense 
of inadequacy and inferiority growing from 
their relations with Euro-Americans is con-
sidered to be the most important factor for the 
rise of alcoholism among some Native Ameri-
can tribes. 
The availability of intoxicating beverages 
became a key element in the cycle ofland sale, 
low self-esteem and morale, heavy drinking, 
and continued poverty. Francis La Flesche, in 
a letter to a nephew, observed that leasing, 
land sale, and the illicit traffic of liquor "have 
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done them [Omahas] more harm than any-
thing that happened to them in their history."38 
Some Omaha Indians refused to accept this 
cycle of dissipation and poverty, seeking to 
end the tragedy through prohibition and reli-
gious revival. In 1891 educated Omahas orga-
nized a law and order committee that provided 
names of whiskey traffickers and bootleggers 
to the reservation agent for subsequent legal 
action. One Euro-American visitor.to the res-
ervation observed that "their efforts are meet-
ing with some success ... several offenders 
have already been brought before the courts 
through the efforts of this committee."39 
In the same year, Omahas, including Susan 
La Flesche, lobbied to enact prohibition in 
Thurston County, the area with the heaviest 
concentration of Omahas. All across the coun-
try local-option laws had become the rallying 
cry of national temperance organizations, par-
ticularly the Anti-Saloon League, which was 
active in Nebraska. 40 But pro-temperance 
forces in Thurston County ran up against the 
chicanery of liquor dealers. Taking advantage 
of the Omahas' illiteracy, dealers issued them 
ballot tickets stamped "Against Prohibition." 
La Flesche and other supporters explained the 
tickets to the Omahas, but the liquor inter-
ests, supported by local politicians, had the 
edge. They told the Indians that, as citizens, 
they had the same rights as the white man and 
could drink all they desired. The laws against 
the sale and distribution of liquor to Indians-
the Trade and Intercourse Acts-no longer 
applied to newly enfranchised Omahas. 
Enough Omahas ended up voting against pro-
hibition to keep the county wet. Many of the 
anti-prohibition Omahas had apparently sold 
their votes to the whiskey peddlers.41 
In 1892, Wajeppa, a successful Omaha 
farmer, hosted a rousing temperance meeting 
attended by leading Omahas, including mem-
bers of the La Flesche family. Afterward 
Wajeppa passed a petition asking the Indian 
Office to fund the enforcement of existing anti-
drinking laws from the proceeds of leasing 
un allotted tribal lands. The Indian agent 
wholeheartedly supported the proposal, but 
the OIA did not respond. Thirteen years would 
pass before the OIA secured the first appro-
priation from Congress to attempt to stop the 
sale of alcoholic beverages.42 
In 1892 Congress banned the sale of liquor 
by both non-Indians and Indians on all reser-
vations, but enforcement of this law was no 
easy taskY Some Omahas, citing their right 
to drink whiskey, declined to testify against 
liquor dealers. Local officials and residents of 
the surrounding towns, fearing negative pub-
licity or even bodily harm, also refused to tes-
tify. In any case, the twenty-five dollars and 
court costs charged convicted liquor peddlers 
deterred few and emboldened some.44 
With hardly any restrictions, bootleggers 
in the nearby town of Bancroft openly sold 
whiskey to Indians. Liquor also flowed into 
the reservation from a number of white lessors 
who operated unlicensed saloons, such as one 
Susan La Flesche described as akin to "a foun-
tain and the liquor wells from it as if from a 
spring."45 
To combat the whiskey sellers, the Omaha 
tribal council in 1894 requested that the OIA 
revive the police force, which had been dis-
banded following Joseph La Flesche's death. 
The next year, the council pleaded with the 
visiting OIA inspector to remedy the "demor-
alizing state of their people, resulting from the 
excessive use of intoxicants." The council re-
quested "the adoption of law or rule by which 
the present alarming state of drunkenness 
among them may be corrected." Finally, they 
repeated their request for a police force and 
offered to contribute five hundred dollars to-
ward its establishment. Although the inspec-
tor concurred with the council, the Indian 
Office ignored the recommendations.46 
Anti-liquor sentiment among the Omahas 
persisted, however. In 1897 educated, pro-
gressive Omahas supported the passage of the 
Meiklejohn Law. Early in 1896 the increas-
ing use of alcohol by Omahas and other In-
dians had prompted Nebraska Third District 
Representative George D. Meiklejohn to 
sponsor a bill to "prohibit the sale of intoxi-
cating liquors to Indians providing penalties 
therefor[sic]' and for other purposes." Some 
52 female and 183 male members of the tribe 
signed a letter to Commissioner Daniel M. 
Browning urging him and all "friends of the 
Indians" to help secure its passage. These 
Omahas acknowledged "the impossibility of 
restraining ... Indians from its [alcohol] use"; 
apparently only coercive methods would work. 
The proposed bill, which became law on 30 
January 1897, made it unlawful for anyone to 
sell or supply alcohol to allottees whose land 
was still held in trust, or to any Indian super-
vised by the government. The penalties for 
trafficking ranged from imprisonment for not 
less than sixty days to fines up to $200.00.47 
The law clearly negated the citizenship pro-
visions in the Dawes Act, which had ended 
federal powers of guardianship. Meiklejohn 
supporters argued that this inconsistency was 
unavoidable because federal district courts had 
ruled that the 1892 revised statute prohibit-
ing the sale of liquor on Indian reservations 
was inapplicable in cases involving Indian 
allottees. Two years after the passage of the 
Meiklejohn Law the Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs reported that "the traffic ... has been 
decidedly interfered with."48 
Trouble surfaced again in 1899, however, 
when the U.S. deputy marshals, sent to the 
reservation in 1897 to eliminate bootleggers, 
were removed by a spendthrift Indian Office. 
Bootleggers from Sioux City quickly swarmed 
the reservation in search of potential cus-
tomers. 49 
Within a year Susan La Flesche wrote to 
the Commissioner of Indian Affairs pleading 
for the re-appointment of the marshals. "Of 
what use will be the money saved," she asked 
"if our people are to be demoralized, mentally, 
morally and physically?" She recounted sto-
ries of drunken brawls resulting in deaths, 
women who pawned their clothing for drink, 
and "little children ... reeling on the streets," 
while families "suffered for food." When she 
admonished some of the intoxicated Omahas, 
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they retorted that "the government says we 
can drink again." Apparently, they interpreted 
the pullout of the marshals as the end of anti-
drinking laws.50 
This incident also showed the intra-tribal 
conflict engendered by the progressives' cru-
sade. The Indian Office had previously fired a 
field official who, according to Susan La 
Flesche, had struggled effectively against li-
quor. In response to the claim that the official's 
Indian defenders were "factionalists," La 
Flesche retorted sharply: "The so-called 'fac-
tional fight' was between Right and Wrong 
. .. I know I shall be unpopular for a while 
with my people, because they will misconstrue 
my efforts but this is nothing, just so I can 
help them for their own goOd."51 
Susan La Flesche's actions, like those of the 
rest of the anti-drinking faction, probably in-
furiated tribal members who favored freedom 
of choice. She gave shelter to the abused wives 
and children of drinkers. At other times the 
progressive-dominated tribal council con-
sulted her before they submitted names of 
drunken individuals to the tribal attorney for 
federal prosecution. She spoke in support of 
politicians who wanted to prohibit the sale of 
liquor and extolled the efforts of OIA officials 
who arrested the whiskey peddlers. Convinced 
of the righteousness of her crusade, she minced 
few words and probably riled many on and off 
the reservation. 52 
Some of the resentment against Susan La 
Flesche reflected resentment against her fam-
ily. Her sister Marguerite La Flesche Diddock, 
as an OIA field matron in the 1890s, had 
challenged traditional marriage patterns and 
pressured the Indian agent to suspend entitle-
ments to those who resisted Euro-American 
conventions. Another sister, Rosalie, and her 
husband, Edward Farley, faced charges of mis-
management of tribal land and became em-
broiled in a bitter, protracted lawsuit. All 
three women were daughters of the man who 
had convinced the tribe to surrender lands in 
what most traditionalists saw as a betrayal of 
Omaha autonomy. The family's half-blood 
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origins and their ties to the white world only 
served to deepen the rift between the pro-
gressives and traditionalists. 53 
Such intra-tribal tensions undermined the 
progressives' efforts to stamp out insobriety. 
The failure of the Meiklejohn law was obvi-
ous. In 1902, the Indian agent complained 
that "simple fines and jail sentences have little 
terror to those engaged in this business." Other 
critics noted that the light penalties did little 
to deter habitual drunkards. The final blow 
for the Meiklejohn law came in 1905, when 
the Supreme Court in Matter of Heff ruled it 
unconstitutional as applied to Indian allottees. 
In this case, the Supreme Court overturned 
Albert Heff's conviction for selling liquor to a 
Kickapoo allottee, nullifying the Meiklejohn 
Law. The court ruled that allotted Indians were 
no longer wards of the federal government and 
therefore were free to buy whiskey without 
restriction. The superintendent of the Omaha 
agency reported an increase in liquor consump-
tion immediately after Heff.54 
With the failure of federal measures, Omaha 
reformers now returned to local option regu-
lation. Susan La Flesche again wrote to the 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, calling for 
deed restriction on the sale of liquor in towns 
created from former reservation lands. She 
believed such a ban would work since the Su-
preme Court had recently deemed it constitu-
tional. In true progressive-era fashion, she 
singled out the railroad magnate developing 
former reservation lands-James J. Hill-as 
the champion of the liquor interests that would 
"erect saloons and sell liquor in these new 
towns [and] render the situation among my 
people doubly horrible."55 Indeed, liquor was 
already flowing freely from fledgling towns into 
the reservation. In his 1903 annual report, the 
superintendent of the Omaha and Winnebago 
agency claimed that 90 percent of the alcohol 
imbibed on the reservations during the past 
year had originated in Homer, only a few miles 
north of the Winnebago reservation. 56 
An Omaha delegation to Washington fol-
lowed up Susan La Flesche's call for action in 
the next year, while, back in Nebraska, 
La Flesche took to the lectern, imploring her 
mixed audiences to support prohibition. Li-
quor, she declaimed, had "degraded the Omaha 
Indians." She placed the blame squarely on 
saloon keepers and claimed that the Indians 
were innocent victims who truly desired to 
abandon drinking. Inviting her audiences to 
join the fight against saloons, she pleaded with 
them not to "straddle the fence" but to "vote 
for the right. "57 
Sometime in late 1906 or early 1907 the 
Secretary of Interior finally approved the deed 
restriction on former reservation lands.58 If the 
Heff decision had left the federal government 
no way to keep liquor peddlers away from al-
lotted Indians, the temperance provision could 
check the supply of liquor on the outskirts of 
the reservation, and, perhaps, keep the reser-
vation dry. 
Towns bordering the reservation that had 
already refused to license saloons or had li-
censed them to sell alcohol only to non-
Indians supported deed restriction. The 
temperance crusade was picking up momen-
tum in Nebraska, which had passed a law in 
1906 prohibiting the sale of liquor to Indians, 
minors, and habitual drunkards. Enforcement 
had been hampered by the lack of adequate 
funds so the federal restriction was welcome. 
The restrictions did make it more difficult for 
Indians to obtain intoxicants.59 
As early as 1907 a special liquor agent re-
ported that "there is less real drunkenness 
among the Indians than formerly" and that 
they cooperated wholeheartedly in all efforts 
to prosecute bootleggers and liquor dealers. In 
a letter to the Commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs, Dr. La Flesche echoed this optimism; she 
described her people as "working better" and 
"beginning to get interested in the church." 
By 1908, John M. Commons, the OIA agent 
on the reservation, reported that there was a 
"growing sentiment amongst them [Omahas] 
in favor of sobriety, industry, and proper liv-
ing in every respect ... only a minority re-
main drunken."60 
In mid-January of 1908 the tribal council 
offered to adjudicate cases of insobriety and 
withhold all funds from any guilty party for a 
specific length of time. The Indian Office 
turned the council down, to keep councilors 
from meddling in "personal matter[sl."61 The 
reservation agent would, however, hold up the 
annuity monies and rents of drinkers-a course 
of action supported by the tribal council.62 
The agency of the Omahas notwithstand-
ing, whiskey still flowed freely into the reser-
vation. The temperance provision did not 
cover at least five nearby towns, including 
Bancroft, Pender, and Homer, which sat on 
largely non- Indian lands and had licensed sa-
loons. Bootleggers and their Indian "runners" 
sold high priced whiskey to Omahas while 
other white merchants looked away, since 
drunken Indians were big spenders.63 Alcohol 
flowed from the saloons into the reservation, 
and with the appearance of the automobile 
the restriction became meaningless. 64 The 
Superintendent of the Omaha Indian School 
reported in 1914 that the "liquor traffic seems 
to be in a flourishing condition."65 
Liquor led to tragedies. In April 1914, a 
drunken young Indian man killed the elderly 
Henry Warner during a brawl. Later the killer 
committed suicide.66 The deaths spurred more 
letter writing, petitions, and meetings with 
OIA officials. In October 1915, Francis La 
Flesche wrote to Commissioner Cato Sells, 
urging him to appoint more capable liquor 
agents. The following spring a delegation vis-
ited the assistant commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs, asking officials to take "immediate 
action" against the liquor traffic. Nothing hap-
pened, leading Francis La Flesche to accuse 
the OIA of failing in its responsibility.67 
SPIRITUAL HEALING THROUGH PEYOTE 
Contemporary research, however, indicates 
that prohibition generally does not decrease 
demand for drink, although it does reduce 
consumption.68 For some Indians, religious tra-
ditions provided a reason not to seek out li-
quor. Christianity offered some Omahas 
deliverance from insobriety. In 1908 Susan La 
Flesche, a devout Presbyterian, credited the 
ALLOTMENT, ALCOHOL, AND THE OMAHAS 27 
Word of God for reducing alcohol consump-
tion, relating the story of one grandfather "who 
drank very hard" but won his fight against 
"demon rum" once he began attending 
church.69 
Although Protestantism had some influence 
on the Omahas, the peyote religion rapidly 
gained a stronger following. Some Native 
Americans have successfully combatted alco-
holism through revivals of Native spiritual 
movements such as the Sun Dance, the Hand-
some Lake Cult, and shamanic healing. 70 In 
the early twentieth century a number of tribes 
in the West, including the Omahas, discov-
ered peyotism, an aboriginal American reli-
gion, notwithstanding its superficial syncretism 
with Christianity. In the Omaha version, 
though adherents invoke the name of Jesus 
Christ and use Christian symbols such as the 
cross, copies of the Bible, and a heart-shaped 
fireplace representing Christ as part of the 
ritual, the etiology of peyotism is based upon 
traditional Indian beliefs. Adherents use Na-
tive paraphernalia such as gourd rattles, feath-
ers, staff, and pipes, and consume parched corn 
in sweetened water, fruit, and dried sweetened 
meat, reminding them of their ancestors' mixed 
economy. More important, peyotists ingest 
buttons of the peyote cactus, attaining visions 
of shamanic images with healing powers. 71 
Used in pre-Columbian Mexico, peyote 
spread northward to the American Southwest 
in the early eighteenth century, and by the 
1870s the Kiowas and Comanches helped to 
diffuse peyote to the Great Plains. In the early 
1890s the Comanche peyote leader Quanah 
Parker visited the Otoes, who eventually in-
corporated Christian elements into peyotism. 
One unidentified alcoholic Omaha visited the 
Otoes in the winter of 1906-07 and was told 
that the plant and its attendant rituals would 
cure drinking. Upon his return to the reserva-
tion, he and a few other alcoholic Omahas 
formed a mescal society.7Z Traditionally a 
people open to new ideas, the Omahas rapidly 
took up peyotism which quickly surpassed Prot-
estantism in number of followers. The Omaha 
Presbyterian congregation, despite the trickle 
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of baptisms during the early 1900s, remained 
&mall; in 1913 only about fifty had formally 
joined the church. 73 In contrast OIA officials 
estimated that one-third of the tribe was using 
peyote buttons by 1914, and ethnologist 
Melvin R. Gilmore maintained that at least 
half of the tribe had adopted peyote by 1911.74 
Consuming peyote buttons produces a mild 
hallucinatory state that allows users to recon-
nect with their spiritual traditions. Peyotism's 
ethical code encourages restraint, responsibil-
ity, and the avoidance of destructive practices, 
including the use of alcohol. In 1912 sixty-six 
members of the Omaha Mescal Society claimed 
that the peyote religion had "made a wonder-
ful difference and change for the better."75-
In 1912 a delegation from the Omaha Mes-
cal Society visited the Indian Office in W ash-
ington hoping to convince the federal 
government to lift the ban on the importation 
and use of peyote on Indian reservations. Dur-
ing their meeting with OIA officials, delegates 
testified how peyote had changed their lives. 
Daniel Webster confessed that before peyote, 
he had spent all of his earnings, including lease 
payments, on whiskey. With peyote he had 
stopped drinking and become a self-respect-
ing citizen with an extensive farm and new 
home. Hiram Mitchell explained that the ef-
fects of peyote were unlike those of alcohol. 
Liquor made him so he "knew not what good 
was." After selling some land, he had gone on 
a wild, continuous binge. But after using 
peyote, he had turned religious and could take 
care of his stock and farm. Harry Lyon ex-
plained that attending peyote rituals let him 
"think about myoid ways at the past time 
[that] make me feel sorry ... now I have quit 
this bad habit and now I have got a good liv-
ing."76 
The apparent transformation of these men 
impressed even such skeptics as Susan La 
Flesche, who had first called peyote a "great 
evil." By 1914, she was willing to admit that 
the "mescal" or peyote button had "helped 
them [adherents] to keep sober," and served as 
"a physiological antagonist to liquor." Thus, 
peyotists gave up drinking, "began to build up 
their homes, to save their money and became 
more thrifty."77 
Late twentieth-century research shows that 
peyote had little, if any, physiological effect 
in curbing the appetite for alcohol, but some 
present-day psychologists are convinced that 
peyote and the rituals surrounding it can serve 
as an effective form of indigenous therapy. 
By moving along the "Peyote Road," follow-
ing the ethical code, followers remain sober 
and responsible tribal members with their 
"Indianness" restored. Once they rediscover 
spiritual communion and faith in Indian reli-
gious values, they also regain the part of their 
identity they lost in the process of American-
ization. Peyotism offers more than just an es-
cape from alcoholism; it allows adherents to 
reconnect spiritually with their traditions. 78 
All across the West, peyote adherents of 
various tribes since the early twentieth cen-
tury have testified to the rehabilitative effect 
of peyote. 79 The Omahas' plea for tolerance, 
however, fell on deaf ears. The Indian Office 
refused to lift the ban against peyote, and even 
stepped up efforts to destroy buttons smuggled 
in via Texas. The Indian Office believed that 
peyotism led to the "loss of physical and men-
tal vigor" and encouraged "idleness."8o OIA 
officials held that peyote, like alcohol, was 
addictive, though according to contemporary 
research, peyote is neither a narcotic nor habit 
forming.8! ]. S. Slotkin argues that the OIA 
opposed peyotism because it countered cul-
tural conformity and "Americanization." One 
Omaha peyote user told paternalistic OIA of-
ficials, "You think you are doing right when 
you try to stop us but I do not believe that you 
are doing the best for US."82 
In 1915 another delegation of the Mescal 
Society, by then the Omaha Peyote Society 
(later the American Indian Church Brother 
Association and at present the Native Ameri-
can Church), tried to convince OIA officials 
to sanction their purchase and use of peyote. 
Individuals recounted their personal experi-
ences, emphasizing the transforming power of 
the peyote. Delegate Stewart Walker admit-
ted that he had sold off his land and spent his 
money on liquor and gambling until he had 
sobered up one morning to find his baby dead. 
Peyotism had led him back to a good life. The 
delegation also submitted a petition signed by 
all members of the society, who swore that 
their organization "stood for better things in 
religion and higher morals," and was instru-
mental in reclaiming them "from an abject 
slavery to alcohol" and reforming them into 
"creditable members of the tribe."83 
In 1918 an Omaha delegation again visited 
Washington to defend their right to practice 
peyotism. They appeared before a subcommit-
tee of the House of Representatives holding 
extensive hearings on a pending antipeyote 
bill. Also at the hearing was Francis La Flesche 
who testified that he "cannot talk about peyote 
without a feeling of gratitude" since the "Indi-
ans who have taken the new religion strive to 
live upright, moral lives." La Flesche also 
quoted a letter from his late sister Susan. She 
had written, "They have taken to a new reli-
gion, and members of that new religion say 
that they will not drink; and the extraordi-
nary part of the thing is that these people pray, 
and they pray intelligently, they pray to God 
... to bring them up to live sober lives."84 
Together with other Native Americans and 
supporters, these Omahas helped to defeat the 
bill, but the antipeyote movement did not pass 
away. The 1920s would witness the passage of 
antipeyote laws in various western states, 
though not in Nebraska, where almost no 
Omaha adherents were prosecuted.8s 
The Indians who defended peyotism in 1918 
knew they would have to conform to the other 
religious institutions in America in order to 
survive. In August 1918, Oklahoma peyotists 
met at EI Reno, Oklahoma, to incorporate the 
Native American Church in order to prevent 
national legislation against peyote and 
strengthen the status of peyote in the country. 
In 1921 the Native American Church was le-
gally incorporated in Nebraska, helping 
Omaha peyotists to defeat a state anitpeyote 
bill in that year. 86 The Native American 
Church still maintains a visible following in 
the 1990s. 
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In the long run both the government and 
its Indian supporters failed to keep liquor off 
the reservation. Prohibition and Protestant 
campaigns for temperance reduced the level 
of alcoholic consumption, but a resounding 
success in the fight against "demon rum" eluded 
both the Indian Office and acculturated 
Omaha Indians. The divisions within the tribe 
made impossible any consensus on the proper 
course of action. Although both the top brass 
and the field officials of the Indian office dem-
onstrated concern about alcoholism, lack of 
funding prevented them from translating good 
intentions into action. Euro-Americans in 
search of profit, assisted by some unscrupulous 
Omahas, also derailed control efforts. 
Acculturated Indians did back the OIA, 
promoting prohibition and temperance. It 
could be argued that they adopted these mea-
sures to halt the erosion of tribal identity. But 
such remedies, though they helped check the 
traffic, did little to address the fundamental 
cause of the malady, the sociocultural losses 
that Native Americans confronted by the turn 
of the century. Temperance via peyotism, how-
ever, succeeded because of its revivalist ap-
peal and traditional messages. 
By adhering to the teachings of the "Peyote 
Road," peyotists reconnected themselves with 
traditional precepts emphasizing an inner 
strength that allowed them to break their 
drinking habits. Unfortunately, OIA opposi-
tion to the diffusion and practice of peyotism 
hampered the movement and may have de-
nied some the opportunity to end the cycle of 
despair and dissipation. 
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